gov.uk/waitingtimes/). We divided the specialties into those with more than 1% inpatient mortality (28 specialties) and those with less than 1% (36 specialties) in the year to 31 March 2004. The high mortality group had an average death rate of 3.3%, and accounted for 97% of hospital deaths and 73% of hospital episodes. The low mortality group had an average death rate 0.2%. Overall, since 1999 the numbers waiting for admission over six months have reduced (mainly from 2002), but-for patients in specialties with high hospital mortalitieswaiting lists for people waiting under six months increased by 8% (fig 1) .
We also analysed hospital episode statistics for England from 1 April 1996 to 31 December 2004 to determine the average waiting time from the date of decision to admit to actual admission. The average waiting times were about the same at the end of this period as at the beginning but increased by as much as 28% in the intervening years ( fig 2) . A similar picture emerged for individual procedures. The total available NHS hospital beds in England decreased from 198 958 in 1996-7 to 184 207 in 2003-4-a reduction of 7.4%, and bed occupancy increased. + For specialties with high inpatient death rates, the number waiting less than six months increased by 8% + For specialties with low inpatient death rates, the number waiting less than six months fell by 11%
The basic figures
+ The average time waited by patients was the same in 1997 and 2004 (87 days) but increased between those years Low mortality (≤1%) specialties, numbers waiting less than 6 months High mortality (>1%) specialties, numbers waiting less than 6 months Low mortality (≤1%) specialties, numbers waiting 6 or more months
High mortality (>1%) specialties, numbers waiting 6 or more months 
